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Introduction 
 
Euromontana is a network of almost 50 organisations from 16 European countries that 
have a diverse and multi-sectoral breadth of competence.  Members range from Regional 
Development Agencies, Local Authorities, agricultural organisations, environmental 
agencies, forestry organisations and research institutes.  The single theme that binds the 
network together, the fil rouge, is its mission to promote sustainable development and 
quality of life in mountain areas through exchanges of experience, dissemination of 
strategic information, studies, conferences and representation.  Are we seriously 
committed to these goals, effectively to achieve improved conditions of, and secure the 
survival of, the mountain communities of Europe? Of course! Why then has Euromontana 
chosen to tackle this daunting task in an increasingly globalised and economically 
polarising world by sub-national, rather than national co-operation and by multi-sectoral 
rather than simple sectoral partnership?  An approach federating national networks of 
mountain interest and addressing a single sector would be more simple.  Many very 
efficient networks, such as COPA, excel by working at national sectoral level while other 
organisations such as the  Association of Elected Mountain representatives work very 
effectively at regional sectoral level.    Of course, by choosing to work on a cross-sectoral 
basis and at sub-national level, Euromontana can complement rather than duplicate or 
overlap these excellent networks.  But the regional, multi-sectoral approach undoubtedly 
introduces more complexity because as a result, by definition, we are a far more 
disparate, heterogeneous and complex network.  What then is the added value of this 
superficially masochistic approach?  And this is a serious question for Euromontana 
because, not being core-funded by the European Commission or any other institution, the 
network basically stands or falls, survives or disintegrates, on the merits that it 
demonstrates - and that it must continually demonstrate - to its members. 
 
The power of the cross-sectoral approach 
 
In practice the benefits offered by cross-sectorality are significant. Cross-sectorality 
underpins the network, simultaneously improving the contribution that can be made to the 
European institutions that we legitimately seek to influence and offering our members 
opportunities to work with, and learn from, a spectrum of partners with whom they might 
not otherwise have the chance to interact.  Many, if not all, of our members already 
belong to national sectoral networks but at a time when integrated development 
approaches are increasingly vital they recognise the need to source partners and 
intelligence as widely, both sectorally and geographically, as possible.  Development 
agencies, environmental agencies, research institutes and regions which want to act 
operationally at a European level all mutually benefit.  Institutions such as the European 
Commission and the Council of Europe in their ‘policy overview and formation’ role 
need information in fields such as agriculture, regional development and the environment.  
Equally they need feedback on issues such as the impact of the Reform of the Common 
Agricultural Policy and the proposed changes to regional policy regarding Natura 2000 
and the composition of Euromontana’s network is such that we are able to respond on 
each of these issues from the mountain perspective.  In this way the interests of both the 
mountain communities and the European institutions are simultaneously served.   
 
Networking – a definition and some of its benefits 
 
Euromontana has always been concerned to understand the process of networking in 
which it is engaged in order to develop its approach and improve its performance. 
 
An orthodox widely accepted definition of networking is ‘collaborating to achieve 
mutually beneficial ends’.  At the 2nd European Mountain Convention in Trento, Italy, in 
the year 2000 we invited Convention participants to reflect on this.  These Trento 
deliberations produced a refined definition which Euromontana has adopted and which 
guides our operation.  Consequently, the Euromontana networking Mission Statement can 
now be stated as: 
 
“to achieve mountain regional development by reciprocal activity (where each partner 
both gives and receives) by building trust and trading informal know-how.” 
 
 Networking is the most powerful tool for policy promotion - the Holy Grail of economic 
development.  This potential is illustrated by the progress that Euromontana, AEM along 
with other networks have achieved for example in contributing to the inclusion of 
‘territorial cohesion’ in the draft European Constitution, in encouraging the 
Commission’s introduction of the concept of severe geographical or natural handicap into 
their cohesion proposals.  Networking is also a powerful tool for achieving operational 
objectives.  This is eminently illustrated by the work Euromontana and its partners have 
done in the field of promotion of mountain quality products and in the past that 
Euromontana has co-ordinated or facilitated such as the study on the impact of mountain 
farming on the environment or the Commission’s recent study on the statistical analysis 
of Europe’s mountain areas.   
 
The simplest sort of networking to which I refer has its basis in the perennial question 
that arises early in any discussion of how to tackle a problem, threat or opportunity: 
‘someone, somewhere, must have done this before or be already doing this?’  The 
problem is how to find the right ‘someone’ working in the circumstances most similar to 
the ones prevailing in your locality and, then, how best to – or how at all to - access that 
‘someone’s’ experience.  Networking can answer all these questions.  It is intuitive.  
Everyone is now familiar with Dr Edward de Bono’s concept of  ‘lateral thinking’.  In 
elementary terms he says that even the most difficult problems can often be solved by 
looking at them from novel, innovative perspectives.  That is a simple injunction but it is 
easier said than done. It is not easy deliberately to adopt or invent innovative problem 
solving techniques that are counter to your natural or established pattern of thought – to 
think laterally.  Networking is the simplest and most effective method yet developed to 
acquire lateral thinking.  The orthodox linear thinking of a mountain community 
addressing a problem in the Pyrenees will often constitute the unorthodox lateral thinking 
that an Alpine community faced with a similar problem has been unable to developing 
themselves.   A commonplace approach to a problem in one region can provide a fresh 
insight when applied to similar circumstances in another. 
 
From this it might logically follow that a good network should be able to achieve this 
transaction, that is the delivery of advice or lessons from a previous similar exercise, and 
to offer some possibility of reciprocation that can satisfy all participants’ interests.  It 
would also follow that a good network should comprise areas with similar challenges, 
threats or opportunities but should embrace areas of different levels of developmental 
sophistication in order to yield ‘best practice’ actions.  Our good fortune, perhaps, is that 
the mountain areas of Europe together constitute a network with those very qualities. 
Clearly it is true that the existence of a variety of levels of development and experience 
within a network improves its dynamism, but network partners are seldom simply either 
the givers or the receivers of useful experience. Networking seldom involves only one 
way traffic. Euromontana’s observation has been that we can all - both the sophisticated 
and the less sophisticated - learn.  For example the new European Member States are 
economically challenged by comparison with the older European Member States but they 
are certainly not intellectually challenged and increasing evidence of this can be found in 
the excellence of some East European solutions to common European policy 
implementation challenges shared by the EU 15 Member States and the new Member 
States. 
 
 
Intra-Regional and Inter-Regional Networks 
 
Much recent literature has identified the merit of networking between SMEs, or other 
businesses or organisations, within a region, coupled with the development of relevant 
institutions and initiatives to promote social entrepreneurship.  This has great potential 
value in the process of economic renewal and increasing the competitiveness of the 
region.  The process is familiarly described as the development or generation of ‘social 
capital’. 
 
‘Social Capital’ and interactive innovation 
 
The proposition here is that, to the concepts of physical capital and human capital – tools 
and training that enhance individual productivity – we can add social capital – networks 
and ways of working together, of co-operating and co-ordinating, - that can in turn 
enhance a region’s productivity by improving the efficiency of investment in physical 
and human capital.  Academics point out that this explains why some regions consistently 
out-perform other regions which have similar or even better resources than them.  
European examples would include Emelia Romagna, Mondragon and Kenpen Antwerp 
and, because social capital is a concept of universal application, US examples would 
include Seattle, Washington State and Austin, Texas. 
 
The social capital model of networking could clearly offer benefits to the internal 
structure of mountain areas.  But could some of the benefits claimed be enhanced and 
reinforced by applying a modified social capital approach to a trans-regional mountain 
network?  Can we envisage the generation of European trans-regional social capital?  It is 
Euromontana’s conviction that this indeed can be demonstrably possible.   Just as one 
region can excel by the efficiency with which it establishes networks and trust between 
its  public agencies, SMEs and business and other stakeholders in the region’s prosperity 
so also can the mountains of Europe excel by achieving similar co-operation and trust 
between these actors across, as well as within, Europe’s mountain regions.   
 
This is perhaps most readily demonstrable in respect of tourism and cultural projects. 
Culture has been defined as ‘all the characteristic interests of a people.’ This embraces all 
facets of a way of life including tradition, folklore and local food products and cuisine. 
Networking the based on strands of common culture can provide the added value of a 
‘branding’ that would not be as available or as powerful without the related transnational 
dimension for example Viking or Celtic themed cultural tourism.   
 
The way forward 
 
If we accept that networking has this powerful quality that is generative of innovation and 
economic development performance what can be done to encourage it and harness it? 
 
The European Commission clearly share this respect for the potential of networking and 
European programmes for a long time have supported the establishment of networks and 
Interreg IIIc and Interact are good current examples. Unfortunately the tendency is to 
support new networks but not existing ones and single sector (region based) networks 
More opportunity for access to funding by existing networks should be provided as these 
are by  frequently spontaneous in creation and organic in growth and have a robustness 
which will ensure their survival once European funding has ceased. By contrast there is 
often an element of artificiality about networks created in response to the availability of 
public funding and an obvious associated risk that they will fail and disappear whenever 
funding is terminated. Moreover without some system of support for poorer regions ( 
especially perhaps from accession States and further East) to participate – perhaps by 
support for travelling or often prohibitive  translation costs - existing networks will quite 
naturally go on with their development of the knowledge and competence of their current 
members and the poorer state 'network non-members' will be deprived of this 
opportunity. Just as importantly both poorer and richer, both East and West will be 
deprived of access to each other’s lateral thinking and best practice. In other words if the 
existing dynamic networks are not made part of a pro active Cohesion solution to the 
increasing gulf between prosperous and poorer regions  they could become part of the 
problem.   
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